and Norway published in a recent issue of the Proceedings of the Royal Society (Proc R. Soc. Lond. B 2002, vol. 269, pages 507-511). They have charted some of the damage but they also carried out carbon dating to analyse the age of the reef corals. Analysis of living material suggested an age of around 450 years and from dead reef material, between 4,000 and 5,000 years.
"I believe some material may perhaps date to around 10,000 years," says Hall-Spencer. Linear skeletal extension rates for one species of coral are estimated to range from 2-25 mm per year, slowing down with age, such that accumulation is extremely slow.
Video evidence examined by Hall-Spencer and his colleagues found that the deep-water coral systems off west Norway were especially fragile and easily reduced to rubble by towed fishing gear. Unlike shallow reef systems which favour forms capable of withstanding constant wave action, there is also insufficient light for calcareous algae to attach and strengthen the reef structure.
The team found five main coral species in total but data on their biology is scant. Their sexual behaviour is unknown and even data on feeding and other behaviours is scarce, the team report. And some of the reefassociated fish now targeted by fishermen are very long-lived. Some do not reach maturity until 30 years old and can have a lifespan of more than 100 years which also has major implications for any efforts to develop a sustainable fishery amongst these deep-living species.
But with growing pressure from fishing on these deep-sea communities, the corals' future looks threatened. Fortunately, both Australia, concerned about destruction of reefs off Tasmania, and Norway have now introduced legislation to protect the reefs. Hall-Spencer and his colleagues hope that growing awareness of these reefs will prompt other states to follow their lead.
